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XVII. Remarks on the Aurora Borealis , 
By Mr. Winn. In a Letter to Dr. 
Franklin. 


Spithead, Aoguft ia, 1772. 

SIB, 

Reddc, Jan. 2 o r y Have often wifhed, that fomebody 
1774 A would carefully collate a fufficient 
number of meteorological journals, with intent 
to obferve and clafs the feveral appearances in the 
atmofphere, before great changes in the weather, 
particularly before great ftorms. 1 am perfuaded, 
from my own obfervation, that, in general, fuffi- 
cient indications, of impending tempefts preceed 
them a confiderable time, did we but carefully 
note them. The phaenomenoti, which I am going 
to mention, is one of thofe indications which not 
only portend an approaching temped, but afcertain 
from what quarter it will come ; a circumftance, 
that may render it of eflential fervice to feamen. 
I believe the obfervation is new, that the Aurora 
Borealis is conftantly fucceeded by hard foutherly, 
or fouth-weft winds* attended with hazy weather, 
and fmall rain. I think, I am warranted from 
experience, to fay conftantly ; for in twenty-three 
inftances, that have occurred, fincel firft made the 
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obfervation, It has invariably obtained. However, 
I beg leave to requeft, you will recommend it to 
the notice of the Royal Society, as a matter, which, 
when confirmed by further obfervations, and ge¬ 
nerally known, may be of more confequence than 
at firft appears. To fhew that it may, give me 
leave to recite the circumfiance, which firft occa- 
fioned my taking notice of it. Sailing down the 
Englilh channel in 1769, a few days before the 
autumnal equinox, we had a remarkably bright 
and vivid Aurora the whole night. In fhore, the 
wind was fluctuating, between N.N. W. and N. W. 
and farther out, W. N. W. Defirous of benefiting 
by the land win'd, and alfo of taking advan¬ 
tage of an earlier ebb-tide, I difpenfed with the 
good old marine adage, never io approach too 
near a weather-foore, left it Jhould prove a lee - 
pore , and, by fhort tacks, clung dole along the 
Englifh coaft. Next day, the wind veered to the 
S. W. and foon after to S. S.W. and fometimes S. 
We were then in that dangerous bay between 
Portland and the Start Point, and carried a preffing 
fail, with hopes of reaching Torbay before dark ; 
but night fell upon us, with thick haze, and fmall 
rain, in fo much, that we could not have feen 
the land at the diftance of a Ihip’s length. The 
gale was now increafed to a ftorm ; in this dilemma, 
nothing remained but to endeavour to keep off the 
fhore, till the wind fhould change. Luckily our 
fhip was a flout one, and well rigged. 

Reflecting fome time after, on the circumftances 
of this ftorm, and the phenomena that preceded 
it, I determined to have particular attention to 
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future Aurora, and the weather, that fhould fucceed 
them; and, as I have obferved above, in twenty- 
three inftances, have found them uniform, except 
in degree: the gale generally commencing be¬ 
tween twenty-four and thirty hours after the fir ft 
appearance of the Aurora. More time and ob- 
fervation will probably difcover, whether the 
ftxength, of the fucceeding gale, is proportionate to 
the fplendor and vivacity of the Aurora , and the 
diftance of time between them. I only fufped, 
that the more brilliant and active the firft is, the 
fooner will the later occur, be more violent, but 
of fihorter duration, than when the light is lan¬ 
guid and dull. Perhaps too, the colour of the 
Aurora may be fome guide, in forming a judgement 
of the coming gale. That which preceeded the 
ftorm I have mentioned, was exceedingly fplendid. 
The tempeft fucceeded it in lefs than twenty-four 
hours, was violent, but of (hort (about eight hours) 
continuance. In June laft, a little without found¬ 
ings, we had for two nights following, faint in¬ 
active Aurora ; the confequent gale was not hard, 
but lafted near three days: the firft day attended 
with haze, and fmall rain ; the fecond with haze 
Only, and the laft day clear. 

The benefit which this obfervation, on the Au¬ 
rora Borealis , when further confirmed and known, 
may be of to feamen, is obvious, in navigating 
near coafts, which tend eaft and weft, particularly 
in the Britifh channel. They may, when warned 
by the Aurora Borealis, get into port, and evade 
the impending ftorm ; or, by ftretching over to the 
fouthward, facilitate their pafl'age, by that very 
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ftorm, which might have deftroyed them j for 
no winds are fo dangerous, in the channel, as 
foutherly and fouth-weft. In a word, fince I have 
made this obfervation, I have got out of the 
channel, when other men, as alert, and in falter 
failing Ihips, but unapprizcd of this circumflance, 
have not only been driven back, but with diffi¬ 
culty have efcaped.fhipwreck 

Perhaps, the obfervation, that foutherly gales 
conftantly fucceed thefe phenomena, may help 
to account for the nature of the Aurora Borealis ; 
my own thoughts on that fubjeft, I fhall fome 
time beg leave to lay before you. 

I am, with great refpedt, 

S i R, 


Your obliged, 
humble fervant. 


J. S, W I N N, 
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A further Note from the fame Gentleman. 

In Auguft laft, Mr. winn fent Dr. franklin 
jfbme obfervations on the Aurora Borealis , to which 
lie would add, that, on Saturday evening, .the 16th 
inftant, as Mr. Winn came to town, the Aurora 
was fo bright, that he found a croud of people in 
the Minories, gazing at it, which they took to be 
the effed of a great fire about Bifhopfgate-flreet 
the next day we had a hard gale at S. S. W. with 
rain. 


Friday Morn. 22 Jan. 

Conjedure on the foregoing. 

The Aurorae Bore ales, though vifible almoft 
every night of clear weather, in the more northern 
regions, and very high in the atmofphere, can 
Icarce be vifible in England, but when the atmo¬ 
fphere is pretty clear of clouds, for the whole fpace 
between us and thofe regions, and therefore are 
feldom vifible here. This extenfive clearnefs may 
have been produced by a long continuance of 
northerly winds. When the winds have long 
continued in one quarter, the return is often vio¬ 
lent. Allowing the fad fo repeatedly obferved by 
Mr. Winn,- perhaps this may account for the 
violence of the foutherly winds, that foon follow 
the appearance of the Aurora, on our coafts. 
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